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Abstract 
The standard of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education has 
prompted calls for reform to preservice EFL teacher education. Field 
experiences are central to their development and for implementing reform 
measures. This study aims to examine preservice EFL teachers’ 
perceptions about learning to teach writing in English before their 
practicum in Vietnamese high schools. An open-ended questionnaire 
collected data from 97 preservice EFL teachers at the beginning of their 
final practicum. The data indicated that these preservice EFL teachers 
were motivated to learn to teach English but required mentors to model 
effective teaching practices and share their teaching experiences. They 
also needed their mentors to be enthusiastic and supportive, and provide 
constructive feedback. These findings may assist teacher educators and 
school mentors for motivating and developing preservice EFL teachers’ 
practices.   
 
 
Preservice EFL teachers have various challenges as they attempt to teach English while 
using this language as the mode of instruction. Preservice teachers are challenged by the 
“conceptual struggle about teaching and learning” (Wang & Odell, 2002, p. 515). Field 
experiences or practicum have long been a central part of preservice EFL teacher 
development in many countries and is crucial for implementing EFL education reform 
(Schulz, 2005). These field experiences allow preservice teachers to make the connection 
between current theoretical knowledge and school practices. Mentoring programs should 
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be devised for mentors to assist their mentees (preservice teachers) develop pedagogical 
knowledge and overcome context-specific difficulties. Researchers (Chow, Tang, & So, 
2004; Hawkey, 1997; Street, 2004) have shown that mentoring relationships in school-
based programs can shape preservice teachers’ professional practice. There are studies 
investigating the different aspects of preservice teachers’ learning to teach, nonetheless, 
little has been documented concerning how preservice EFL teachers prepare for their 
learning to teach (Street, 2003). Moreover, little of the inquiry into EFL preservice 
teacher education has been documented in the context of Vietnam.  How do preservice 
teachers perceive their preparation for their initial teaching experiences? More 
specifically, the purpose of this study is to examine preservice EFL teachers’ perceptions 
about learning to teach writing in English before their field experience.  
 
Methodology  
Ninety-seven (93 female; 4 male) Vietnamese preservice teachers (ages 21-24), 
completing a four-year undergraduate course, will finalize their education with a six-
week field experience in upper secondary schools in Hanoi. An open-ended questionnaire 
was designed to gather data from these preservice EFL teachers at the beginning of their 
last field experience (i.e., practicum, professional experience). The ten open-ended 
questions aimed to investigate preservice EFL teachers’ thoughts and expectations before 
entering their practicum, and as a means of understanding respondents’ views (Polonsky 
& Waller, 2005). These questions covered the following issues: perceptions and 
motivations for learning to teach EFL writing, expectations of their mentors and 
mentoring support for teaching EFL writing, and perceptions of potential difficulties 
related to learning about teaching EFL writing in their practicum. In the data analysis, 
themes and categories were coded for each of the questions, and descriptive statistics 
were used to quantify the data (Hittleman & Simon, 2006). 
 
Results and Discussion  
The results and discussion are presented within the following sections on preservice EFL 
teachers’: motivation for learning to teach writing and learning the English language; 
perceptions of their learning to teach writing before practicum; expectations of their ideal 
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mentors and mentoring processes; needs and challenges in learning to teach writing; and 
preparation for EFL teaching.   
 
Motivation for learning to teach writing and learning the English language 
Table 1 summarizes preservice EFL teachers’ main reasons for learning to teach writing 
and teach English.  Most of the preservice EFL teachers stated at least one reason for 
their learning to teach writing. Fifty-nine percent of the respondents claimed their reasons 
for learning to teach EFL writing was that writing skill is “a means of expression and 
communication”. Some of them further wrote that teaching writing helped their “students 
to improve their ability to use English”. This finding has shown their view of writing as a 
means of expression and communication, which is also consistent with assumptions of 
writing instruction (Gordon, 1996; Wang & Odell, 2003).  Twenty-two percent declared 
the reason for teaching writing was to help their students “think logically and critically” 
by organizing their ideas in English-thinking ways. Ten percent of these preservice EFL 
teachers thought that teaching writing was important because it involved supporting 
students to learn other skills. Other reasons such as obtaining job prospects, compulsory 
requirement for the course, and English as a popular skill were listed by a small number 
of respondents (6%; Table 1). Their reasons for teaching writing have shown their 
perception of the subject as they begin to see themselves as teachers for the first time.   
 
Table1: Motivation for teaching English and learning to teach EFL writing 
Motivation for teaching English  %*  Motivation for learning to 
teach EFL writing 
%* 
Interesting/enjoy 34  Expression/communication  59 
Popular/important as an 
international language  
26  Critical thinking/logical 22 
Job 17  Studying/knowledge 10 
No response  14  A supporting skill 10 
Expression for communicating  10  Productive/popular 6 
Understand English culture 4  Job 6 
Have to do it/it is fate 4  Compulsory requirement 6 
Personal language development  4  It is difficult  1 
Globalization  1  No response  1 
Vietnamese country goal  1    
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A preservice EFL teacher’s motivation for teaching English may influence how he or she 
learns to teach. Noticeably, about 34% claimed their “love of English” and “interest” as a 
reason for teaching English (Table 1). Twenty-six percent were motivated by English as 
the growing international language while only 4% regarded understanding English 
culture as a motivation. Another 17% preservice EFL teachers wrote they wanted to teach 
English because it was easy for them to find a job as English is an “important and 
demanding language” in society.   
 
Perceptions of their learning to teach writing before practicum 
The preservice teachers were asked about factors that may produce “successful” feelings 
about their learning to teach EFL writing. These preservice teachers reported that 
students’ progress in writing (35%), students’ active engagement and interest in learning 
writing (27%), students’ writing products (25%), and students’ understanding (4%) 
would make them feel successful as teachers (Table 2). About 11% of the preservice EFL 
teachers claimed that positive mentors’ comments about their teaching of writing would 
make them feel successful.  
 
Table 2: Successful and unsuccessful feelings of teaching EFL writing  
Factors leading to  successful 
feelings  
%*  Factors leading to 
unsuccessful  feelings  
%* 
Student progress/ ability 35  Lack of quality/no progress/ 
can’t express ideas/ don’t 
understand  
48 
Student 
engagement/involvement/ 
motivation  
27  Boredom/disruptive/not 
concentrating 
32 
Product 25  Teacher/mentor centred 
comments  
10 
Teacher/mentor centered 
comments 
11  Inadequate teaching strategies  8 
No response  6  No response  7 
Understand the lesson  4  Students are afraid to learn  4 
 
Forty-eight percent of these preservice EFL teachers indicated that they would feel 
unsuccessful if their students did not show progress in their writing (Table 2). For 
example, various preservice teachers wrote they would feel unsuccessful if their students 
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“could not express their ideas” or they “did not understand the lesson” or “their writing 
was not good quality”.  In addition, these preservice EFL teachers reported that student’ 
boredom and lack of concentration (32%), inadequate teaching strategies (8%), and 
students’ fear of learning English writing (4%) would contribute to them feeling 
unsuccessful about teaching (Table 2). Ten percent of these preservice teachers 
mentioned their mentors’ negative feedback would make them feel unsuccessful while 
7% recorded no response.  It seems that the level of student progress, the extent of 
student engagement in EFL writing lessons, and their mentors’ comments may lead to 
feeling unsuccessful or successful about their teaching.  
  
Expectations of their ideal mentors and mentoring processes  
Many ideal mentor attributes were identified and grouped into several categories from the 
responses of the open-ended questionnaire. Not surprisingly, 54% of the preservice EFL 
teachers considered modeling of practice as an ideal mentor attribute (Table 3).  Some of 
them further added that their mentor should “model effective teaching writing 
methodology”, particularly as the mentor should have “a wide knowledge of writing 
skills”, “a good command of English”, and significant “experience in teaching writing”. 
This is also supported by other studies advocating that mentors need to model effective 
teaching practices (Hans & Vonk, 1995; Hudson, 2005; Roberts, 2000).   
 
Thirty-five percent of respondents regarded the mentor’s enthusiasm as another ideal 
quality with 34% indicating their ideal mentor should be “supportive, friendly, and 
helpful”.  Providing constructive feedback was further added as an ideal mentor quality 
by 22% of respondents (Table 3).  About 15% of these preservice EFL teachers wrote 
that their ideal mentors needed experience in teaching writing and experiences in co-
teaching, particularly in working with university students.  Modeling how to teach 
writing and learning how to be an effective teacher of English is what preservice EFL 
teachers expected most from their mentor.  
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Table 3: Identifying the ideal mentor and successful mentoring processes  
Ideal mentor %*  Mentoring processes %* 
Modeling practices 54  Mentor’s feedback 48 
Enthusiasm  35  Model practice  38 
Supportive/friendly/ helpful  34  Giving helpful guidelines 24 
Constructive feedback  22  Sharing experiences 24 
Experience and experience 
sharing  
15  Providing them with materials,  
 
13 
No response  4  Observing their lesson  13 
Allows teaching practice for 
mentees 
3  No response  5 
Be strict  3  Listening to them  1 
 
Preservice EFL teachers were asked about their expectations of how mentors can support 
their process of learning to teach writing in English during their field experiences. About 
48% of preservice EFL teachers believed their mentor’s feedback would help them learn 
to teach writing in English.  About 38% considered their mentors’ modeling as a way to 
support their process of learning to teach writing. Other ways such as “giving helpful 
guidelines” and “sharing experiences” were equally mentioned by about 24% preservice 
EFL teachers.  
  
Needs and challenges in learning to teach EFL writing  
Table 4 highlights these preservice EFL teachers’ needs for commencing a six-week 
practicum and the possible challenges they thought they would face during their 
practicum. Surprisingly, when asked about their needs for learning to teach writing, 43% 
of these preservice EFL teachers could not identify their needs for their field experiences.  
About 22% claimed they wanted the school mentors to teach them how to teach writing.  
A very small number of respondents added that they needed to be provided with 
knowledge about different genres, writing materials, classroom management, and writing 
feedback and correction in their practicum. However, only 12% claimed they needed the 
school mentors to model their writing teaching (Table 4), yet 54% claimed this to be an 
ideal mentor attribute (Table 3).  
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Table 4: Needs for completing a practicum and difficulties for learning how  to teach  
Needs for six-week practicum  %  Difficulties for learning how to 
teach EFL writing 
% 
No response  43  Not understand/lack of 
knowledge/confidence 
41 
Teaching writing  22  Students’ level and writing topics 22 
Share with teachers/mentor 
help/model 
12  Difference between English and 
Vietnamese style 
13 
Preparation 8  Making it meaningful 13 
Range of writing skills 
(grammar) 
6  Lack of practice 
 
9 
Student engagement 4  No response 7 
Psychology /classroom 
management 
2  Theory/practice connection 6 
Materials 2  Lack of materials/ being up-to-
date 
5 
Correcting mistakes 1  Feedback 4 
Story telling 1  Lack of expression/articulation 2 
Real life relevancies 1  Time 2 
 
The preservice teachers were asked about the difficulties they perceived for learning how 
to teach writing during their practicum. They listed a wide range of difficulties as shown 
in the Table 4. Expectedly, 41% of these preservice EFL teachers indicated they lacked 
confidence and knowledge for teaching writing at secondary schools. About 22% of 
respondents thought they would have difficulties in learning to teach writing due to the 
mixed-ability levels of students, boring writing topics at secondary schools (Table 4).  
Differences in writing styles were listed as one of the challenges by 13% of respondents.   
 
Preparation for teaching 
These preservice teachers’ (n=97) commented on how they could best prepare themselves 
for learning to teach EFL writing and what they had done so far to prepare themselves for 
teaching EFL writing.  Thirty-four percent indicated they could try to practice writing in 
order to improve their writing skills (Table 5). One stated that “a good teacher of writing 
should be a good writer”, which she claims motivates her to study writing at university. A 
quarter of the respondents claimed that they read books and study writing materials in 
order to prepare for teaching with a similar number believed that their preparation could 
be enhanced by learning to teach writing from their mentors.  In general, preservice EFL 
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teachers wrote they should improve their writing skills themselves in order to be an 
effective teacher.  
 
Table 5: Preparation for learning how to teach EFL writing   
How could you best prepare yourself 
for learning how to teach writing in 
English?  
%  What have you done so far to 
prepare yourself for teaching 
writing in English?  
% 
Knowledge/personal practice 34  Study different writing 
techniques/knowledge  
38 
Learn from teachers/mentors 24  Practice writing skills 25 
Read books/get materials 24  Read/collect writing materials 
(e.g., other’s lesson 
plans/Internet) 
23 
Develop 
expression/practice/explanation 
18  No response 19 
study theory/approaches 13  Prepare lesson plan 18 
By teaching it/teaching methodology 10  Practice teaching writing 12 
No response 9  Critical analysis of writing by 
friends 
11 
Prepare lessons 8  Join an English Club 1 
Observation 6    
Vocabulary 5    
Level of students/characteristics of 
students 
4    
*In every table, many preservice teachers recorded more than one response; hence the 
percentages indicated how many preservice teachers considered that item a reason.   
 
When asked them to record what they have done to prepare themselves for their writing 
teaching, 38% claimed they studied different writing teaching techniques for improving 
their writing skills. Twenty-five percent indicated they practiced their writing skills 
frequently. About 23% believed they had collected and studied writing materials, and 
18% prepared lesson plans for teaching writing. Only 12% of preservice EFL teachers 
wrote that they practiced the teaching of EFL writing. Interestingly, 19% of these 
preservice EFL teachers claimed they did nothing to prepare for their teaching of writing.  
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Summary and conclusion  
This study examined preservice EFL teachers’ perceptions about learning to teach EFL 
writing before their practicum. The data suggested that preservice EFL teachers are 
motivated to learn to teach English as it is enjoyable, popular around the world, a 
supportive skill for employment, and a means for critical thinking, expression and 
communication.  These preservice teachers also claimed that they would feel successful 
or unsuccessful in their teaching practices according to the level of student progress, 
student engagement in writing activities, and writing products. Employing effective 
teaching strategies and the mentor’s comments may also have an impact on a preservice 
teacher’s development.   
 
Several factors such as students’ writing progress, students’ motivation to learn writing, 
students’ writing products, and their mentors’ comments were mainly considered to lead 
to successful or unsuccessful feelings for their development as EFL teachers. Although 
the study does not show the common consensus on ideal mentor qualities, it seems that 
their perceptions about ideal mentor roles do not conflict with other studies related to 
effective mentoring. Not only do preservice EFL teachers require mentors to model 
effective teaching practices and share their teaching experiences, they also need their 
mentors to be enthusiastic, supportive, and constructive in their feedback. These findings 
can assist teacher educators and school mentors for providing feedback on preservice 
teachers’ writing lessons, particularly as mentors’ comments can motivate preservice 
EFL teachers learning to teach writing. This also emphasizes the need for educating 
mentors on effective mentoring skills, such as constructive and motivating feedback.  
Generally, these preservice teachers desired to be taught how to teach EFL writing with 
knowledge of different genres, classroom management techniques, and providing 
feedback to their students. A better theoretical framework needs to be developed based on 
preservice EFL teachers’ needs, as well as school and classroom context variables that 
influence learning to teach writing in English before their practicum.  
 
These preservice EFL teachers underestimated the challenges they will face during their 
practicum.  There was a gap between their knowledge of classroom practices from their 
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university education and the reality of the classroom.  Teaching materials and classroom 
issues related to teaching writing such as writing genres, writing topics, how to motivate 
students to learn writing, and how to deal with mixed-level of students at secondary 
schools need to be incorporated in preservice teacher coursework. Moreover, they need to 
be equipped with knowledge and skills to adapt to new teaching contexts with teacher 
educators creating opportunities for developing such practices before entering field 
experiences.  Reform in preservice EFL teacher education must focus on facilitating 
practical university coursework and providing mentoring experiences that enhance the 
developmental processes on learning to teach English as a foreign language.  
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